Impact of Tax Innovations on Families With Young Children
Public health professionals have questioned how families with young children may fare under President Trump's proposed changes to the tax code. This editorial looks at the structure of the proposed potential tax innovations. We also use family health and well-being as a lens to offer examples of (1) who is likely helped by a proposed tax change, (2) who is likely hurt by a proposed tax change, and (3) who is likely left out or unaffected by a proposed tax change. We conclude by highlighting key takeaways on the possible impacts of these proposed tax changes.
TAX BRACKETS, FILING STATUSES, AND EXEMPTIONS
The Trump administration proposes to replace the seven current income tax rate brackets, ranging from 10% to 39.6%, with three brackets of 12%, 25%, and 33%. This eliminates the headof-household (HOH) income tax filing status and personal exemptions while raising the standard deduction and offering new tax deductions and credits for children. Note. The table includes data on the public health communications of the Democratic and Republican party nominees in the 2016 presidential election. For both candidates, the campaign communications included major campaign speeches, campaign advertisements, and interviews.
ABOUT THE AUTHORS
Stephen Someone who is unmarried and maintaining half the cost of a home for the tax filer as well as a qualifying dependent such as a child for whom the filer can take a personal exemption qualifies for HOH status.
2 This status has tax rates that are lower than for those who file as single or as married but are filing singly, but not as low as the married, filing jointly rate.
2 Custodial single parents usually file as HOH because otherwise filing in the single status can result in paying three to four times as much in income tax across a wide variety of jurisdictions because the standard deduction for single status is so much lower and leaves so much more taxable income for filers.
3
The Trump proposal would offer families options to maximize their tax savings by increasing the standard deduction and offering new tax credits. A child care tax deduction would allow families to take the average cost of child care in their state as a deduction. 1 A Dependent Care Savings Account would allow families to save up to $2000 per year tax-free, with the government matching half of a lowincome family's contribution up to $1000 per year. 1 Finally, Trump's proposal offers six weeks of partially paid parental leave by using unemployment benefits for this purpose. 4 
PARENTS WITHOUT PARENTAL LEAVE
If the Trump tax innovation of six weeks of partially paid parental leave through unemployment benefits were put into effect, new parents who do not currently have any paid parental leave could benefit. This would be the first paid parental leave guaranteed by federal law, as currently the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 allows only unpaid leave for parents with a year's tenure at relatively large employers of at least 50 workers. However, because unemployment on average covers only 46% of pay lost, single parents on one fixed income are unlikely to be able to forgo full pay to take advantage of new parental leave. 4 Congressional Republicans have also reiterated opposition to paid parental leave because of this policy's estimated cost of $18.5 billion over 10 years. 4 
SINGLE WORKING PARENTS
The most recent US Census estimate (2016) is that 19.9 million children live in the 27% of families headed by a single mother or father. 5 There is strong evidence that more than half of all families headed by single parents will pay more in taxes under the Trump plan because of the removal of the HOH tax filing status and the elimination of a personal exemption for each child. 6 Damaske suggests that President "Trump's tax plan seems designed to financially penalize single mothers" because of the eliminations of HOH filing status and personal exemptions that would predominately affect single mothers. 6 
FAMILIES NOT QUALIFIED FOR EITC
Families likely to be unaffected by the proposed tax changes are those whose earned income does not qualify for either Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) or other refundable tax credits. This is because so many credits and deductions exist only through the income tax system; the EITC can be claimed even when an income tax return is not otherwise required.
CONCLUSIONS
This proposed innovation makes broad and far-reaching changes to the tax code that would affect many families with young children. Working parents who do not receive paid or partially paid parental leave, and who would be allowed to claim six weeks of unemployment benefits as parental leave, are likely to benefit from this new tax plan. However, unmarried single parents would face even larger tax burdens because of the reductions in favorable tax filing statuses and exemptions, whereas they are unlikely to be able to forgo full-time pay to access unemployment benefits for parental leave that typically is less than half of their usual income.
Scholars increasingly recognize that how the tax code affects public health is a neglected area of scholarship, noting that tax innovations can be used as a powerful way to help citizens. 7 This analysis highlights the lack of access to parental leave that single parents may face when unemployment benefits on average are less than half of usual pay. We also highlight the importance of the HOH tax filing status for many families with young children. We acknowledge that taxation serves multiple purposes and is a complex subsystem that inevitably produces inequities affecting some subpopulations. Changes in complex systems can result in unanticipated effects in one direction or the other and require careful preparation and ongoing analysis. Public health professionals should consider how their constituents and communities are likely to be affected by the proposed Trump tax changes and engage in advocacy and education as appropriate.
